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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

SITTING ROOMS 

 

 

By 

 

Ashley Mistriel 

Master of Arts in Painting and Illustration 

 

 

 Through a combination of drawing, painting, collage, and printmaking my work explores the complex 

relationships within the family unit, specifically the breakdown of those relationships. I reference personal and 

found family photographs of the mid-twentieth century to explore and compare a shift in cultural values towards 

commitment, accountability, and responsibility. When using found imagery, my personal narrative informs the work 

creating a hybrid of autobiography and social statement. I approach my illustration work in a similar mindset and 

allow for works to develop naturally. Embracing experimentation, failure, and repetition have become key 

components in my studio practice. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Much of my work is based upon experiences within my family, and my interaction with other 

families. I am the eldest of three children, and my mom had me at the young age of nineteen. Not having a 

relationship with my father, and growing up in a semi-unstable environment, I learned to take care of 

people fairly quickly. I can acknowledge certain “firstborn personality traits” within myself, including the 

instinct to take on a parental leadership role, (Voo, 2006). As a result, care taking has become a significant 

part of my life.  

 After I graduated with my BA, my grandmother was diagnosed with terminal lung cancer. My 

grandparents were very helpful in allowing me to live with them throughout college, and when she was 

diagnosed I continued to live with them and help out. Thankfully, her six-month window for survival was 

misdiagnosed and she lived for three more years. She passed away last March. Afterwards I continued to 

live with my grandfather and assist him when needed. He also has several medical problems and has fought 

cancer for several years. My grandparents played an important role in my life, and were a second set of 

parents to me.  

 My grandmother, Jane, was the matriarch of our family who kept the bi-coastal and international 

clans connected. She and her two sisters were born in the Bronx, and were brought up very modestly by 

their Irish-Scottish Immigrant parents. Jane worked for over 40 years with the phone company, and raised 

my mom on her own. She taught me the value of hard work, perseverance, and that family is the most 

important thing we will ever have. She met her second husband, Lawrence Joseph Olsen, when my mother 

was 12. Larry was born in Marshalltown, Iowa, and raised in Los Angeles by his parents. As a child, he 

worked for several Hollywood studios and landed the leading role as Curly, in the self-titled movie series 

“Curly and the Gang,” which was Hal Roach’s last attempt to hold onto the “Little Rascals” franchise. 

Even though he worked as a child actor, his parents were very modest and lived within their means, never 

living an extravagant lifestyle. My grandparent’s lives and experiences influenced and helped shape my 

perceptions of their generation and life in the mid-twentieth century.  

 The influence of my grandparent’s, along with my own childhood and work experiences, have 

shaped my view of the American family. The majority of my work experience exists in the realm of 

childcare, and allowed me to interact with variations of the modern American family. I’ve worked in 
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daycares, after school programs, and in private childcare since I was eighteen. Growing up in a family with 

constant financial struggles, I was curious to see how the upper middle class families functioned; one of the 

reasons I agreed to work as a Nanny. I soon learned there were many differences between the public and 

private sectors of the childcare industry. 

 Working with children through a structured non-profit public school program afforded a more 

distant vantage point to the family. I was hired as a teacher at an after school program that was contracted 

through LAUSD. With over twenty program sites, all located on elementary school campuses (K-5th 

grade), our program mimicked the public educational structure of LAUSD. Working at multiple sites 

provided the opportunity to work with children and families from very different socio-economical 

backgrounds.  

 After working for LAUSD I returned to private childcare. The next family I worked for provided me 

with more insight and clarity surrounding my own family issues. It was working for them when I realized 

the content I wanted to talk about in my work. Much of what I witnessed while working with families from 

varying socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds helped me to place my own family experiences into a 

larger context. I have been in a position to observe how families function, and in a way I learned to care for 

their needs. I am interested in identifying the necessary skills and qualities that I believe are needed for a 

family to function successfully; and to form personal opinions on if those qualities are prioritized or valued 

in today’s society, compared to previous generations. In this thesis, I will provide detailed first hand 

experiences stemming from my work experience and familial histories that have directly shaped the process 

and content in my work. 
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THE FAMILY 
 
 

 After graduating from California State University, Northridge, in 2009, I left my position as Acting 

Director/Teacher with PTSA 31st District, Creative Kids, to become a Nanny. I wasn’t in a rush to leave 

my employer, but interviewed with a family that was a good fit for me. They seemed too perfect to pass up. 

The woman and her husband invited me to their shared office for an interview. Their playful banter was 

warm and inviting, and I thought they would be fun to work for. Their two girls, ages nine and eleven, were 

probably the most intelligent and perceptive children I had ever met. It wasn’t until a month into the job 

that I realized why I was hired. 

 Early on I began to witness marital disagreements. These turned into dramatic arguments and before 

I knew it their mother had moved out and was informing me of her most recent affair. Within three months 

the parents had separated and I was left answering all of their children’s questions and trying to comfort 

their confusion, all while maintaining a rigorous schedule of homework, piano lessons, rock climbing, 

horseback riding, art classes, and play dates. Though exhausted from their schedules they were expected to 

perform better and with more enthusiasm than before. Tantrums ensued, and patience wore thin on all 

fronts. The nightly dinners around the kitchen table, (prepared by the cook), were what the girls looked 

forward to most. It was a sense of normalcy, and more importantly down time. Of course the cook was let 

go after having had an argument with their mother. It wasn’t polite to take sides, and I knew my place. I 

wasn’t hired to be anything other than a distraction for these girls. 

 So to distract them, I suggested and facilitated the girls’ first sleepover with friends from school. We 

did face painting. I introduced them to all kinds of new past-times including Easter egg hunts, bike riding at 

dusk, and summer days at the water park. I tried my hardest to schedule them free time: time to be bored, 

time where they weren’t glued to their electronic bribes. 

 It became more difficult to accept the parent’s decision-making process, and to witness the growing 

unhappiness in the family. The relationship between their parents was getting increasingly spiteful, and the 

girls were becoming restless for attention that I couldn’t give them. Tears became an everyday occurrence. 

I suggested the parents consider family counseling or individual counseling for the girls, especially since 

questions about their adoptions were starting to surface. Both girls had been adopted and were very curious 
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about how that came to be. When I would approach the mother about this she would become overbearingly 

involved in their lives for three days, demanding more of their potential, and then retreat for three weeks. 

 By the end of summer I had given my notice. I told the mother I would stay until Christmas break. I 

cared for the girls and wanted them to have time to find the right replacement. We spent the rest of that 

year trekking back and forth between the mother’s apartment and the family house. Homework was 

finished along the way at the nearest coffee chain, after school activity, or upscale dinner spot. What the 

family lacked in emotional connection, they tried to make up for in comfort spending. 

 I began to breakdown alongside the girls. I would come home distraught, stressed, and extremely 

emotional. I felt paralyzed and unable to make any sort of difference in the situation. The feeling was all 

too familiar. I remember being jarringly aware of my surroundings and environment as a child, and feeling 

helpless; unable to make decisions that would result in any real change for the better. My Tree Children 

paintings are the product of this helplessness, desertion, and abandonment of parental responsibility.  
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TREE CHILDREN 
 
 

 My first body of work dealt with neglect and its direct impact on the child. I appropriated vintage 

illustrations from 'Dick and Jane,' and replaced the child's limbs with painted, broken, dead limbs of trees. 

The tree was a direct metaphor for the growth, development, and potential of a child's life and sense of 

worth. By depicting the tree as broken or diseased, I was referencing the physical and emotional fallout 

children experience via parental neglect, stemming from the breakdown of the family unit, (Fig. 1, Grow 

Judy). I am specifically referencing divorce and non-marital births when referencing the breakdown of the 

nuclear family, which have drastically risen in percentages over the last 60 years, (Ventura, 2009).  

 Underlying causes of these breakdowns are marked by the steady rise of divorce rates and the 

“Single Mother Revolution,” (Hymowitz), within the last 60 years. This series also references a modern 

American culture, that in my experience, places less emphasis on quality family time. Dr. Gail Gross, an 

expert in human behavior and education, describes quality family time as “just being with your children 

and being fully present in the moment…engaging in meaningful conversations with your children so they 

know their thoughts, feelings and concerns are being heard,” (Gross, 2014). I have witnessed multiple 

families spend increasingly more time on electronic devices; conversing over social media rather than 

developing and fostering genuine personal connections that once took place at the dinner table. The birth of 

the 'play date' is an example of necessary time needing to be scheduled due to the lack of necessary time. In 

one of my paintings, (Fig. 2, Damn Kids Neon), I am depicting several children all on one plain unable to 

interact with each other. They have no limbs, and some other creature has gnawed their tree trunks, creating 

tension and anticipation of collapse. Their inability to interact relates to their capabilities being taken from 

them. “How often is the topic of conversations with your kids about activity planning - what's coming up, 

what time, who's picking up who - rather than conversations about feelings, dreams, our inner lives. These 

more intimate conversations can arise while driving in the car, around the dinner table, or when getting 

tucked into bed, but only when the pace is unhurried,” (Taibbi, 2014). In my opinion, the inescapable 

convenience and immediacy of technology and the LCD screen is draining the imagination, creativity, 

capabilities and attention spans of today’s youth. 

 The pressures of being over scheduled and the lack of quality family time can have severe 

consequences on how children develop skills including, “time management, overcoming boredom, 
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creativity, social interaction, relieving stress, brain development, performance in school, etc,” (Taibbi, 

2014). These problems exist in families across all socioeconomic backgrounds and families with varying 

structures. When divorce, separation, and restructuring the family comes into play there are often fewer 

opportunities for quality time. 

 Strong ties with my grandparents and great grandparents have helped shape my perceptions of the 

idyllic childhood experience, which strongly tie to the mid-century depiction of the family. I have been 

heavily influenced by iconic imagery, (and various portrayals of perfection), as exemplified by Dick and 

Jane children’s books, Norman Rockwell illustrations, vintage advertisements, fashion patterns, and classic 

television programs. These pop culture influences have inspired generations of artists including folk artists, 

Henry Darger and Amy Cutler. 

 Henry Darger and Amy Cutler are two artists that similarly intertwine personal narrative, the 

childhood experience, and their everyday interaction with others. “Cutler was working into her imagery 

ideas about her grandmother, her mother, and herself, incorporating memories of attending an all-girls’ 

school. She found a kinship with Darger’s heroic feminine characters and personal metaphorical visual 

cues. Like Darger, Cutler develops detailed fantasy narratives that draw their inspiration from deeply felt 

personal experiences,” (Dargerism, 3).  

 Work driven by personal narrative, histories, and experiences help define the Folk Art movement. 

Folk artists are defined as self-taught, untrained, and uneducated crafts people who make work to fulfill 

personal satisfaction. “There is a long history of academically trained artists drawing inspiration from self-

taught artists and thus freeing themselves to think in unexpected ways and on their own idiosyncratic terms, 

almost in defiance of what they were taught,” (Dargerism, 2). Darger’s use of narrative to convey his own 

philosophies and metaphors surrounding the childhood experience has provided a context for my own 

work. 
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MY HALF BROTHER’S HALF BROTHER’S HALF BROTHER’S ‘KIND-OF’ BROTHER 

 
 While observing how other families function, I was compelled to break apart the specific structures 

of my own family. To identify the complexities of unions in my family I constructed a family tree on my 

studio wall out of post-it notes, (Fig. 3, My Half Brother's...Kind-Of Brother). I began with myself and 

worked upwards. As my family has restructured it progressively loses touch, and communication becomes 

refocused on more immediate clusters. Mapping became a way for me to physically connect, disconnect, 

and reconnect members within the family.  

 My map informed many other works. I began appropriating photographs of parental figures from 

classic American television shows and Life magazines. I would collage and paint over them in layers. 

Collaging lead me to work with line. I would incorporate the tracing paper line drawings directly into the 

work itself, introducing part of the process into the final product. I collaged drawings onto wood panels, 

paper, and eventually stitched several smaller portraits together using thread, (Fig.4, Ties). The thread 

symbolized the multiple connections between the portraits. “Ties,” was a more visual representation of the 

post-it map. 

 The connections within my family are complicated; involving multiple divorces, separations, and 

children by multiple unwed partners. I find it difficult to explain my grandfather’s family history of four 

marriages, three divorces, and children from each marriage. His children, my aunts and uncles, follow his 

footsteps with divorces and extramarital births. Depicting these impossible to articulate connections and 

marriage histories became my new objective.  

 In “Ties” the broken threads symbolized the broken unions. The threadwork translated figuratively 

back into the red painted line (Fig.5, X), which connects multiple partners together. The figure’s gaze also 

became prevalent in shifting attention to the romantic motivations of each character. The red line becomes 

apparent in the form of a highlight. I would use a light watercolor wash to emphasize the groin area to draw 

attention to one man’s transient habits, or not completely transfer the whole of another person to show their 

half presence, or inability to commit, (Fig.6, Visitation). This particular piece, “Visitation”, is a prime 

example of how I was using generic found imagery to explain personal family narratives that I lifted 

directly from my family tree. In the piece “Visitation,” I am projecting my own narratives between mother 

and biological father, mother and stepfather, family to child, and child to family. 
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GREETING CARDS AND CACTUS PEOPLE 

 
 The series of greeting cards was intended to deviate from the more serious and sometimes weighted 

content revolving around the breakdown of the nuclear family. I wanted to avoid the immense pressure of 

over-thinking my work and how to appropriately visualize every connection, so I began to write. The 

resulting text was instinctual; a guttural, verbal reaction to a collection of images, (Fig.7, Card Series). I 

compiled hundreds of found photographs and sorted through them. Flipping through images, I would write 

whatever came to mind on the back of the photo. I went through multiple editing processes, then Xerox 

transferred the image onto a blank greeting card, highlighting the most interesting parts of the image with 

watercolor, gouache, and ink. On the inside of the cards I hand-painted each message by painting around 

the negative blank space. “I think we got married too soon,” “I’m tired of pretending things are working,” 

“I’m sorry mother, we just don’t have space,” “I’m sorry my ambition is more important to me than you 

are,” “I’m cheating on you,” “Sometimes I wish I had gone through with that abortion,” “I’m sorry I was 

never sober,” “I miss our passion,” and “I am tired of settling,” are a few samples of the interior statements. 

 While making these cards I contemplated their public use, and if the cards would actually be given 

for each depiction or specific life moment. This would be a challenging alternative to internalizing personal 

and intimate thoughts, and also invite the artwork into the public sphere. Barbara Krueger and Jenny Holzer 

are two artists who have utilized text within the public sphere and command the viewer to interact with 

works on a literary level, (Holzer and Mitchell, 2012). By asking the viewer to be a consumer of this 

product, they would be able to interact with the piece, and allow others to interact indirectly by gifting each 

card.  

 Successful relationships are often attributed to effective communication skills. With this series I am 

questioning the appropriate level of honesty and forwardness that can be expressed and received by the 

viewer. Typically a greeting card marks a positive milestone or accomplishment: holiday, birthday, 

graduation, wedding, birth, or religious celebration. I am interested in creating an opportunity for casual 

communication upon more sobering milestones, such as divorce, adultery, break-ups, betrayals, apologies, 

etc. Non-occasion cards didn’t start circulating until the 1980’s (Higbee, 2014), and since then there has 

been a stronger demand for more honest and verbally approachable greetings. The amount of time a person 

spends in face-to-face communication is becoming smaller as technology continues to develop new ways to 
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stay connected via the Internet and smart devices, (Turkell, 2014). These greeting cards could serve as a 

way to deliver honest (positive or negative) sentiments that are sometimes avoided due to feeling 

uncomfortable, awkward, or hurtful. 

 After completing the set of cards, I was able to examine and categorize the statements within the 

cards. Each statement seemed to identify a specific problem within a relationship. They ranged from 

apologies, admissions, accusations, and statements that fell into three varying viewpoints: spouse-to-

spouse, parent to child, and child to parent. Each statement came from an individual, and therefore creates a 

sense of solidarity. 

 When I focused specifically on the miscommunication and misstep between family members or 

partners, I wanted to incorporate collaged and transferred imagery of adult figures. Expanding my visual 

vocabulary beyond the image of the child allowed me to discuss the intricate relationships between adult 

and child as well as mother and father. The Xerox transfers also provided the opportunity to work in 

multiple, which made experimentation more possible and my material less precious. I was more concerned 

with depicting connections between people, failed connections, or multiple attempts at a singular 

connection. I would achieve this by painting or drawing lines between figures. I combined the process of 

transferring with collage, and post-its. Layering gouache, and watercolor also became a part of my process. 

The layering of transfer on top of transfer, or transfers on post-its, on top of more post-its, on top of paint, 

on top of more transfers, represents the multitude of relationships that pile on top of each other throughout 

the years. The unions within a family can become so complicated that the relationships cannot proceed 

linearly, but are more likely to occur simultaneously. Stacking materials and layering transparent imagery 

helps to convey this content. 

 While experimenting with the transferred image, layering, and multiple connections, I also wanted 

to bring focus back to the solidarity of the individual voice. The voices within the cards sound specific, and 

I wanted to bring attention to the power of one person’s actions. I developed the image of the cactus as a 

way to assign power and the weight of consequences to the adult. The exterior of a cactus is prickly, 

alienating, and tough enough to survive the harsh desert landscape. Their skin is thick and fleshy; bodies 

bloated like a stubborn ego. The personified cactus seems lonely, deserted, and unforgivable. The desert is 
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anything but forgiving, and those who survive must be determined, disciplined, and motivated to overcome 

every drought. 

 The variation within the cactus species is enormous. I wanted to find a way to represent the large 

families of cacti while visualizing the loneliness of an individual plant. Grouping several different species 

of one family was one way to do that, just as a single person can feel extremely isolated in a large crowded 

room. Pairing the plants together was another a way to depict separate people growing parallel to each 

other, but never interacting. The pairs represent the loneliness of a loveless marriage, or a constant state of 

silence that happens between two people who refuse to communicate, (Fig.8, Cactus People Series). 

Relating these pairings together in varying compositions allows for different narratives and conclusions to 

be drawn by the viewers own relationship experiences or expectations. 
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SITTING ROOMS 

 
 Motivation, discipline, and determination are arguably traits required to achieve success. People 

define success differently, as cultural beliefs and values vary. The symbol of owning a home is typically 

linked with achieving the ‘American Dream.’ The home itself is not the goal, but rather what it represents. 

It is a stable environment one can raise a family and create a lifetime of memories without fear of the floor 

slipping out from below. Owning your home implies that no one can take it away from you. Mortgages are 

a lifetime commitment, usually taking over 35 years to pay off. Owning a home represents a strong sense of 

stability, permanence, and safety where a family can build a life. Family photographs are one way of 

capturing and remembering important moments in life. Those photographs often depict milestones such as 

birthday parties, Thanksgiving dinners, Summer BB-Q’s, Baby’s firsts, etc. 

 In this current series, I am painting from discarded family photographs circa 1930’s, 40’s, 50’s, and 

60’s. The found photographs depict the American family in everyday and special occasions, within the 

context of the home, family gatherings, and functions. The environments are typical of the average middle 

class family, and living spaces they inhabit. Choosing each photo comes from an immediate quality and 

content: anything that sparks my eye or allows me to linger for more than a few seconds, usually relying on 

the layout of the space in relation to the inhabitants. I filter the photographs into piles of possible reference 

images, narrowing into categories: decade, interior, exterior, sparse environment vs repetitious 

environment, exposure, etc. to gain a variety of living spaces and compositions. The moment captured can 

only reveal so much information, and much of my selection process stems from my own projections onto 

the image. 

 By choosing to remove the figures from their environments and paint only the setting, I am focusing 

my attention to the living spaces that have been created and inhabited by those figures, (Fig.10, Sitting 

Rooms). I am interested in capturing the mood of the figures that have been infused into each space, and 

intentionally captured by the photographer. Often times I’m working from a black and white color palette 

and inject my own color palette. Some painting’s pallets become more melancholy or cheerful depending 

on the mood of the subject. 

 I am interested in the home being a vehicle, or possibly even stage for a family. The everyday spaces 

we live in become the backdrop and also help set the tone for family functions, gatherings, interactions, and 
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overall relationships. I believe that building a life relies upon the dynamics of the relationships we build. 

The strengths and weaknesses, successes and failures, stability and frailties, growths and breakdowns all 

compiled together to form a lifetime of memories, moments, and personal values. By removing the figures 

and relationships, one is able to see the empty environments and ‘stages’ that remain performer-less. The 

stage is empty, and the material things that once played an important role in helping a family gather 

together have become meaningless and useless. The structure that one individual poured their entire life’s 

efforts into obtaining has now become empty. The American Dream suggests that buying and owning a 

home is a symbol of stability, strength, and achievement. By ignoring the figures and intentionally painting 

only the environments I am placing emphasis on the emptiness and starkness of life without these qualities: 

stability, strength, achievement, commitment, sacrifice, dedication, etc. The emptiness is also specific to 

these environments because every photograph has been discarded and purchased from various yard sales, 

estate sales, flea markets, and secondhand shops. One might conclude that the abandonment of precious 

family photos implies their original owners did not value the sanctity of family, or there was no family to 

claim them. This personal conclusion also adds to the weight of emptiness in each image. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

 Illustrator, John Hendrix, said something in an interview that has stayed with me, “I think the reason 

people love stories so much is because we are one,” (Hendrix, 2013). Every professor, mentor, peer, and 

experience encountered has taught me more about who I am and what inspires me. I would agree with Mr. 

Hendrix, that we are all stories waiting to be told. My story revolves around the importance of family. 

 The level of commitment, accountability, and dedication it requires to build a life filled with 

meaningful relationships is what I am compelled to discuss in my work. I am analyzing my own generation, 

and comparing it to that of my parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. I begin to question the need 

for immediate gratification, personal fulfillment, and the unstable nature of the family structure, which is 

apparent in climbing divorce rates, and the rising age and rates of non-married partners who give birth each 

year. I am interested in the cultural shifts in society that lead to these developments. I have attempted to 

identify commitment by visually depicting the strength and weaknesses of romantic or familial connections 

through the personification and metaphorical use of the tree, cactus, domestic home, and the individual. I 

am interested in finding the most appropriate depictions of these connections. 
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IMAGES 

 

(Fig. 1) Grow Judy, 2012. Watercolor and Ink on Wood Panel. 10 x 8 inches 
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(Fig.2) Damn Kids Neon, 2012. Mixed Media on Wood Panel. 8 x 10 inches 
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(Fig.3) My Half Brother’s Half Brother’s Half Brother’s Kind-Of Brother, 2013. Post-It Installation. 
36 x 52 inches 
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(Fig.4) Ties, 2013. Mixed Media on Paper. 24 x 36 inches 
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(Fig.5) X, 2013. Xerox Transfer and Acrylic on Paper. 17 x 11 inches 
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(Fig.6) Visitation, 2013. Xerox Transfer and Gouache on Paper. 10 x 8 inches 

 

 

 

 



 22 

 

(Fig.7) Card Series, 2013. Xerox Transfer and Watercolor on Greeting Cards. 5 x 7 inches 
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(Fig.8) Cactus People Series, 2013. Xerox Transfer and Gouache on Paper. Various Sizes 
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(Fig.9) Stanwood Dr., 2013. Gouache on Carved Paper. 11 x 14 inches 
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(Fig.10) Sitting Rooms, 2013. Gouache on Paper. 22 x 22 inches 
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(Fig.11) Swimming Pool, 2013 (Detail). Gouache on Paper. 22 x 22 inches 

 

 

(Fig.12) Funeral Chair, 2014. Gouache on Paper. 12 x 12 inches 


